Crutzen. Before I can begin to introduce my work, I feel it is important to discuss this term in a general sense, and in doing so to orient readers towards my underlying concern regarding our current moment.
The term Anthropocene refers to changes in the geologic record due to human activities such as colonization, agriculture, industrialization, and urbanization. These activities have had a profound effect on the biosphere and atmosphere, resulting in global warming, ocean acidification, ocean 'dead zones,' habitat loss, and species extinctions.
The beginning of the Anthropocene is generally defined as occurring alongside the Industrial Revolution in Europe, but other markers have been proposed, for example, at an earlier date coinciding with the onset of agriculture or at a later date coinciding with the start of the nuclear age. 1 Many theorists have taken issue with the title "Anthropocene" because of its implication that all humans and all cultures are equally the cause of these global changes, because of the narcissism of naming an entire epoch after ourselves, and also because of the implication that it is inevitably human nature to alter the Earth in destructive ways. 2 Other proposed terms include Jason Moore's Capitalocene, which puts more specific focus on our economic paradigm as a root of these changes, and Donna Haraway's Chthulucene, which advocates for a re-structuring of anthropocentric narratives that is, "made up of ongoing multispecies stories and practices of becoming-with in times that remain at stake, in precarious times, in which the world is not finished and the sky has not fallen-yet. We are at stake to each other." 3 In viii acknowledgement that it is a flawed term that oversimplifies the nuances of the situation it describes.
Whatever language we use to discuss it, climate change is an object so vast that is difficult for humans to comprehend. We experience its effects as isolated events like hurricanes, wildfires, or melting glaciers, but cannot know them fully all at once because they span such a vast expanse of space and time. Although my research tells me these events are symptoms of a larger phenomenon, it is difficult to truly feel the reality of the change. The predicted long-term effects on our planet are happening on a timescale that is different from our everyday experience of the world. The realization that our landscapes will change and that both human and non-human populations will be negatively affected can cause feelings of guilt, anger, and anxiety. Furthermore, climate change makes it clear that many of the Western metanarratives that legitimized economic and political structures were not in fact beneficial to the human species they sought to prioritize, since they have effectively encouraged the destruction of our habitat. It is easier to create emotional distance between oneself and the reality of Anthropocene disasters than it is to acknowledge and accept the need for a paradigm shift. Thus, our planet is changing but the Western concept of "Nature" has largely remained the same. If we are to stay present and adapt to the realities of climate change, it is necessary to sit with uncomfortable feelings. In my role as artist, I use printmaking and sculpture to memorialize artificial visionings of Nature and to help myself come to terms with a need for a paradigm shift. These experiments have lead to ontological questions about how the narrative of Nature affects our assumptions regarding the real and the artificial.
NATURE AS A WORLD APART
The Oxford Dictionary defines Nature as "the phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, the landscape, and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to humans or human creations: 'the breathtaking beauty of nature' 4 ". I explore my relationship with Nature by rearranging and re-contextualizing manmade versions of something that is supposedly by definition "opposed to humans or human creations." Under a critical eye, the definition breaks down quickly and the construct of nature is a container that does not hold water. Nature-lovers, I present to you five things: A field of flowers, a photograph of a field of flowers, a floral pattern on a dress, dandelions peeking up between the cracks of my concrete driveway, a scented soap that includes lavender as an ingredient. Which of these is nature? Which of these is the most authentically natural? Which thing makes you feel most connected to nature when you interact with it? My initial instinct is to choose the field of flowers, which is also the thing I interact with least frequently. As the thing that is most separate from my everyday life, it retains a certain purity. However, we preserve that purity at the risk of establishing distance between the landscape and ourselves. If the field of flowers (far away) is the real nature and the driveway dandelions (right here) are just weeds in an urban landscape, then perhaps my actions as an urban dweller, complicit in climate change, can also feel separate from my identity as a nature-lover. However tempting it is to see the field of flowers as the one true Nature, my experience of that field both informs and is informed by ever-present digital photographs, decorative interpretations, and commercial uses of which thing is the most authentically natural? All of them, equally, but in nuanced ways.
In the end, it is tricky to tell whether contemporary assumptions about the natural world are based on images or experiences. In the end, everything is made of matter, from a snail to an HDTV, and we are all, on some level, of the same stuff. The urban world is not truly separate, and nature cannot be saved from manmade ecological disasters by being safely locked away in national forests. If we are ever to design urban systems that integrate more successfully with ecological processes, we must come to understand how our ideas about nature inform our experiences in nature. Alongside our study of ecology itself, we must also study nature in its most artificial manifestations.
The concept of Nature as Other creates a false dichotomy by locating humanity as separate from every other element of the planet Earth and lumping all other existing phenomena into an opposing category. In the context of Enlightenment thought, which places value on "progress", Nature refers to the Unknown; that which will be conquered by science. In the context of Victorian Romanticism, which birthed modern-day mainstream Environmentalism, Nature refers to a pristine wilderness that must be "restored to its rightful position over a defiantly prodigal humanity." 6 Both worldviews create a divisive boundary between the human and the non-human. the most populous bird species in America, white colonists enjoyed them so much we destroyed them. They were hunted to extinction throughout the 1800s: shot for sport by wealthy gentlemen, baked into pot pies in the Midwest and incorporated into elaborate entrees in fancy New York restaurants. These birds had been hunted and enjoyed by indigenous Seneca communities for generations, but the Seneca were always careful not to overhunt. White colonists, under a capitalist system that valued the birds as a financial commodity, did not show such restraint. In the words of game dealer Edward Martin:
"they went as a cannon ball into the ocean: now in plain sight, then a splash, a circle of ripples--and nothing. It was as if the earth had swallowed them." 7 Descartes argued that mind (res cogitans, or 'thinking thing') exists separately from body (res extensa, or 'material thing'). His philosophy holds that only humans possess res cogitans and thus all other animate and inanimate things in the world are res extensa, that is, material things that are perceived by the human mind. This establishes the human mind as "subject" (perceiving thing) and the rest of the world as "object" (perceived thing), making humankind the main character of all of existence and setting it apart as a privileged category.
In the 21 st Century this theory is no longer taken as a given in academic discourse and scientific research, but it still pervades the Western cultural sphere. Mind/body or subject/object dualism sets up a justification for hierarchy of res cogitans over anything designated as res extensa (which is seen as the other/the non-human). This philosophy suffuses many insidious "isms," including modernism, nationalism, capitalism, imperialism, racism, and classism. Cartesian dualism has formed a basis for subjugation when the category of res cogitans is narrowed to exclude human or nonhuman animals who differ in culture and appearance from the perceiving "subject".
Ivakhiv writes that the moral distinctions made possible by this dualism, "may be necessary to certain forms of human society. In an industrial capitalist society, however, they have become interwoven within a nexus of practices which have had the cumulative effect of enframing and subjecting nonhuman animals within systems of domination and exploitation that are certainly comparable to intra-human forms of oppression." 8 I would argue that this cumulative effect goes beyond the exploitation of nonhuman and human animals to encompass the exploitation of flora and nonliving objects as well. It allows for blindness to the global effects of capitalism and imperialism that are currently resulting in human-induced climate change and a Sixth Extinction.
Bruno Latour's Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Graham Harman's Object
Oriented Ontology (OOO) provide alternatives. In subject/object dualism, the interaction is a one-way exchange: the subject perceives and acts upon the object, and the object remains inert, lacking agency. ANT and OOO, however, treat all objects as actors and participants. In ANT, the networks that form between objects define reality, and in OOO, there is nothing but objects, regardless of whether or not the object participates in a network. In both philosophies, objects have agency. When I drink water from a glass, all objects involved (glass, water, me) affect each other. My arm moves the glass through space, the glass uplifts the water, the glass begets the feeling of cool, smooth, solid material against my skin, the water hydrates my body, and my body processes the water.
This experience could not exist in the same way without the participation of all objects involved. Morton This premise sets the stage for the practice of being-with that is necessary in the now and in the future if the kinds of objects, human and nonhuman, that currently populate time and space are to maintain agency despite the conditions of the Anthropocene. Donna Haraway's practice of "staying with the trouble" and "making kin"
and Timothy Morton's "Dark Ecology" offer alternatives to both Enlightenment and Romantic notions of Nature as a world apart. These practices of being-with require an acceptance of interobjectivity, or the idea that "every event in reality is a kind of inscription in which one object leaves its footprint in another one. Interobjective reality is just the sum total of all these footprints, crisscrossing everywhere." 10 In such a world, a human exists as one object and recognizes the existence of other objects, but embraces that otherness and values other objects as co-conspirators. Being-with means accepting and valuing the other as actor and contributor to the fabric of reality. Being-with means acknowledging and embracing the other rather than rejecting it on the basis of its unknown aspects. Returning to an earlier example, this framework requires that we see the flowers in the field, the dandelion in the driveway, and the floral dress as equally valid actors rather than as elements of separate stage-sets where human actors play out the roles and assumptions that feel most comfortable in the context of each object. The floral dress is just as much a part of the biosphere as the flower in the field or the human walking through the field while wearing the dress. acknowledgement and re-visioning of dualism may in fact be the answer to the natureculture rift. He writes, "We must deal with the idea of distance itself. If we try to get rid of distance too fast, in our rush to join the nonhuman, we will end up caught in our own prejudice, our concept of distance, our concept of 'them.' Hanging out in the distance may be the surest way of relating to the nonhuman." 12 As an artist, I approach this distance we have created in an attempt to understand it and make peace with it so that I Morton, Ecology Without Nature, [204] [205] darkness to these depictions of Nature with the growing realization that our worldviews regarding other beings have not served us well. is nothing if not a suspended memory whose elusiveness is made ever more keen by its extreme iconicity. Despite appearances, kitsch is not an active commodity naively infused with the desire of a wish image, but rather a failed commodity that continually speaks of all it has ceased to be-a virtual image, existing in the impossibility of fully being." 14 What better mode than kitsch, in the age of the Anthropocene, to speak of the failed Cartesian model of Nature? The mourning process necessary to banish old ideologies and make room for new paradigms must be indulgent of nostalgia.
By making an idea seem quaint, kitsch strips it of its power while allowing it to retain its sentimentality. By "speaking of all it has ceased to be," a kitsch object releases its viewer from the spell of the wish image. Once an idea becomes encased in the realm of kitsch it is no longer convincing. We are left with a yearning for the remembered or imaginary desire but with an understanding that there is no true resolution. Kitsch is the death rattle of outworn paradigms. Kitsch memorials to ecocentric bliss allow me to preserve my sentimentality towards the false concept of Nature without becoming entrapped in its false promises.
SIMULACRA
Unconvincing artifice is a ticket to the realm of make-believe, where we must use our imaginations to fill in the gaps and relate the facsimile back to reality. Unconvincing artifice encourages thoughtfulness, play, and critique. However, when artificiality becomes too convincing, it encourages complacency. My goal in these artworks is to unmask convincing unrealities. The Romantic Era ideal of "Nature as a place apart,"
which is my focus, continues to thrive in post-digital capitalism. As consumers become further removed from the means of production, our firsthand experience of raw materials diminishes. Our participation in ecosystems is filtered through industrial processes and mediated by product advertisements in print and on the Internet. As an urban dweller and a consumer of digital media, images of wilderness are more readily available to me than a real-time in-person wilderness experience. Cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard writes, "When the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity." 15 When the images become more pervasive than experiential interactions with landscapes, the landscape begins to be defined by the image rather than the other way around.
In his essay "Simulacra and Simulations," Baudrillard outlines this phenomenon.
He posits that postmodern culture is so reliant on facsimiles to produce meaning that the facsimiles are no longer referential of any underlying reality, but rather that Brook, and Rolling Hills. This text is the only clue given to the viewer, and each viewer's own experience of simulacra defines their response to the object. The image that is brought to mind by the text is not referential of a real place, but rather references the amalgamation of remembered experiences and images that influence the viewer's perception of landscape. These devices fascinate me because they provide insight into the connections between the procession of simulacra and the objectification of place. In order for consumers to believe an experience can be replicated through media, they must acquiesce to a distilled and simplified version of that experience. If we are to experience Nature through the View-Master, we must implicitly agree that Nature is a commodity that can be summarized by an image. In order for Nature to be commodified, it must be a thing that we want but cannot fully access in its original form. In his essay "the Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," Walter Benjamin writes, "Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction." 20 Benjamin argues that a firsthand experience of an object, place, or moment is suffused with an aura that cannot be replicated and that does not translate into second-hand experience. We are haunted by a desire to possess this aura, and the consumption of media reproductions therefore becomes obsessive. In other words, Walter
Benjamin would have been quite skeptical of the 1909 stereoscope guide that argued for a View-Master's ability to recreate firsthand experience near-perfectly, although he would have been unsurprised by its attempts to do so. 17 Yellowstone Through the Stereoscope, 7. 18 Ibid, 11. 19 Ibid, 12. 20 Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 5.
NATURE AS NATIONALISM
In the United States, this desire to possess the aura of a landscape feels especially palpable. As a young country, the US sought an identity that was distinct from its European predecessors and that simultaneously asserted ownership over a newly School painters, is often interpreted as a creator of nationalist imagery, despite the concern about national industry demonstrated by his Course of Empire painting series, 21 Coiner, Quotes, 56, 39, 11. which turned a critical eye on a civilization that valued urban growth at the expense of the landscape. Despite the gravitas of this series, his most famous work remains View from Mount Holyoke, which can easily be read as a straightforward and idyllic pastoral scene. Tellingly, this painting was used as the showcard image for a 1987 exhibition entitled American Landscape that was sponsored by the Chrysler automobile corporation. disintegrates and the text disappears one letter at a time. In the end, all that remains is the text "AMERICA! AMERICA!" which flickers, suspended, in a vast and vacuous expanse of flat white nothing. This video, created in the aftermath of the 2016 presidential election, is an expression of concern for the future and of grief and guilt regarding my own contributions to Anthropocene disasters as a complicit citizen. The United States is, relatively speaking, a newcomer to this land, and it is important to acknowledge that in the past 400 years capitalism has augmented this landscape drastically and often violently. Our relationship to this land is, and likely will always be, rife with contradictions.
HYPERREALITY AND LANDSCAPE
Of particular interest to me is the manner in which past media renditions of landscape begin to affect and influence our perception of the natural world going forward. With each successive interpretation, the image becomes more and more Globes are idyllic microcosms, secluded and protected from the dangers of the outside world. Protected land is of course a good thing from an environmentalist perspective, but also represents an oversimplification of an issue. If nature remains pristine and protected within its own isolated bubble, safe from the perils of urbanization, then what is to become of the land that remains outside of the bubble? If it is not categorized as pristine nature, will it still be treated sustainably? What of ecosystems in cities? We must be sure that the existence of national parks does not lure us into a false sense of security regarding the future of our planet. The most constant simulacra in my day-to-day life finds its way into my pocket via social media. For example, the @natgeowild Instagram account transports me to a different ecosystem with every post that appears in my feed. Thanks to nature photography, I feel very familiar with, for example, the idea of a rhinoceros, despite never having shared a habitat with one. I have seen a rhinoceros in person at a zoo between one and three times, but I can't remember exactly, since I've also seen so many pictures of them and the experiences begin to blur together. In 2018, the last male northern white rhino died. When the last two females die, the species will be extinct, but the image of the northern white rhino will still exist in photo and video form. 
